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FS 473 
By Elizabeth K. Easton, extension clothing speciali~t 
Textile fibers from which today's fabrics are made 
are classified into two broad categories, natural and 
manufactured. Wool, cotton, silk and linen are the 
most widely used natural fibers. Rayon and acetate are 
manufactured fibers produced from natural raw ma-
terial. Synthetic fibers originate in a laboratory and 
are derived from manufactured fiber-forming sub-
stances. Th~se substances fall into groups or generic 
classifications having both similarities and differences, 
advantages and limitations. 
The Federal Trade Commission, in cooperation 
with fiber producers, has established generic names 
for all manufactured fibers. These are the names the 
consumer should know: 
ACETATE 
TRIACETATE 
AZLON 
GLASS 
LASTRILE 
METALLIC 
MODACRYLIC 
NYLON 
NYTRIL 
OLEFIN 
POLYESTER 
RAYON 
RUBBER 
SARAN 
SPANDEX 
VINAL 
VINYON 
Many companies are licensed to produce fibers of 
the same generic name. Products of different compan-
ies may vary in certain characteristics, but there are 
enough common traits that the consumer who knows 
the general characteristics, advantages, and limita-
tions of each generic group will be able to make selec-
tions satisfactory for her intended use. 
Since 1960 labeling with generic names has been 
required by law. The generic name on a label is not 
capitalized, while the trade name selected by the pro-
ducer is. Fiber content identification is needed ( 1) to 
identify the product, (2) to aid the businessman in 
selling his product, and (3) to aid you, the consumer, 
in making intelligent selections. 
The Textile Fiber Products Identification Act, 
which covers the entire field of textile fiber content 
labeling and advertising, except those covered by the 
Wool Products Labeling Act, requires the following 
information to appear on the labels of all wearing 
apparel: 
► The percentage, by weight, in order of predomi-
nance, of each natural or manufactured fiber 
present in the fabric ( e.g. 65% polyester, 35% 
Avril rayon). 
► Fibers representing less than 5% must be referred 
to as "other" fibers unless they have some con-
structive value. 
► Ornamentation not exceeding 5% of the total fi-
ber weight may be disclosed by the phrase "exclu-
sive of ornamentation." 
► Trademarks may appear on the label, but the 
generic (basic family) name must be there. 
Look for fiber content information on hangtags, 
pasted-on labels, sewn-in labels, wrappers, printed or 
woven into the selvage edge of fabrics, and on the ends 
of fabric bolts or rollers. 
To care for fabrics wisely, one needs to know how 
these fibers perform. Generally speaking it is sufficient 
to know that all of the synthetic fibers behave some-
what alike. They wash easily and dry quickly; they 
required little ironing. Therefore, they must be ironed 
at a low temperature. Synthetic fibers are used to pro-
duce fabrics that are: 
t> light weight 
t> absorb little moisture 
t> create static electricity 
t> resist shrinking or stretching 
t> resist insect damage 
t> repel mildew and other 
bacterial damage 
Treat fabric that is made up of two or more fibers 
in a blend, mixture, or combination according to the 
major fiber content or the more delicate fiber in the 
fabric. 
This fact sheet includes only those fibers which are 
produced in large quantity, widely used in wearing 
apparel, and manufactured in the United States. 
A selected number of well known trade names un-
der which the synthetic fibers are sold are identified. 
You will find facts related to care required for each 
generic group and some of the advantages and limita-
tions of each. This information is in no way intended 
to be complete. 
Fiber Trade-
(generic name) names 
RAYON Avisco 
Avril 
Coloray 
Enka 
Nupron 
Fortisan 
ACETATE Acele 
TRIACETATE 
NYLON 
Celanese 
Avisco 
Estron 
Certifab 
Amel 
Nylon 
DuPont 
Caprolan 
Enka 
Antron 
Cantrece 
Quiana 
Nomes 
Cadon 
Care 
Can be washed or 
drycleaned depend-
ing on finish, dye, 
garment construction 
etc. 
May be bleached. 
Must be ironed at 
low temperatures. 
May be handwashed 
with care. 
Requires very low 
ironing temperature. 
Generally requires 
drycleaning. 
Easily washed. 
Dries rapidly. 
May be chlorine 
bleached. 
May be laundered or 
drycleaned. 
May be machine 
washed and dried at 
low setting. 
Mild bleach may be 
used. 
Advantages 
More 1ike cotton than 
any of the synthetics. 
Most versatile man-
made fiber. 
Can be made to ap-
pear and feel like silk, 
wool or linen. 
Comfortable to wear. 
Doesn't pill. 
Doesn't build up 
static electricity. 
Relatively lint free 
unless pile weave. 
Will not melt, but 
will scorch. 
Absorbent. 
Drapes well. 
Has silk-like qualities 
and is often blended 
with rayon for pleas-
ing textures. 
Resists wrinkles. 
Does not pill. 
Very colorfast when 
dyed in liquid state. 
Ha s "good hand" 
an<l drapes easily. 
Luxurious appear -
ance. 
Holds durable pleats 
and creases. 
Less sensitive to ace-
tone than acetate. 
Resists wrinkling. 
Does not pill. 
Colorfast. 
Limitations 
May shrink when. 
washed. 
Wrinkles easily un-
less treated with 
wrinkle-resistant fin-
ish. 
Weak when wet. 
Subject to mildew 
damage. 
Will dissolve in ace-
tone and other simil-
ar chemicals. 
Some colors subject 
to fume fading. 
Generates static elec-
tricity. 
Readily weakened by 
abrasion. 
Sensitive to heat. 
Weak when wet. 
Poor crease retention. 
~ubject to fume fad-
mg. 
Requires some iron-
mg. 
Not as strong or abra-
sion resistant as syn-
thetics. 
Makes 
fabric. 
Resists 
age. 
very strong ~ Chlorine bleach may 
cause yellowing. 
insect dam- Accumulates static 
Does not wrinkle. 
Resists non-oily 
stains. 
Resists abrasion. 
Has low ·absorbency 
(may be c;lisadvan-
tage). 
May b e heat set, 
pleated and emboss-
ed. 
May be combined 
with other fibers for 
added wearing qual-
ities. 
Colorfast. 
electricity. 
White nylon tends to 
gray or yellow with 
age. 
White nylon picks up 
dyes and soil when 
laundered with col'... 
ors. 
Absorbs and holds 
body oils and perspi-
ration odors. 
Tendency to pill. 
Melts rather than 
burns, but may flame 
m sheer or napped 
fabrics. 
Other Information 
Used extensively in 
blends. 
Newer rayons such 
as Avril and Zantrel 
can be blended with 
heat. 
Sensitive fibers to 
produce fabrics that 
do not shrink. 
Used for some pile 
fabrics. 
Ranges from light to 
heavy weight. 
Dyes easily. 
Take_s many finishes. 
Used for fabrics m 
wide range of 
weights. 
Can be dyed brilliant 
colors. 
Designs can be em-
bossed permanently. 
Suitable for formal 
gowns and draperies. 
Used for filling mate-
rial and insulation. 
Frequently used m 
blends. 
Resembles acetate m 
many ways, but 1s 
easier to care for. 
Antron and Quiana 
more silk-like than 
other nylons. 
New, whiter nylons 
have been developed 
by use of optical 
whiteners. 
Cantrece used f o r 
sheer knits having 
dull finish and better 
fit ( women's hosi-
ery). 
Very useful for 
stretch fabrics. 
Fiber 
(generic name) 
POLYESTER 
ACRYLIC 
SPANDEX 
Trade-
names 
Dacron 
Fortrel 
Kodel 
Tri-Lohal 
Trevira 
Acrilan 
Creslan 
Orlon 
Zefran 
Wintuk 
Zefkrome 
Sayelle 
Lycra 
Vyrene 
Spandelle 
Glospan 
MODACRYLIC Verel 
Dynel 
Care 
True wash-and-wear 
fibers. 
May be drycleaned. 
May be bleached with 
chlorine-type 
bleach. 
Washes easily and 
dries quickly. 
May be bleached with 
chlorine-type 
bleach. 
Requires 1 ow iron 
temperature. 
May b e machine 
washed in warm wa-
ter and dried at low 
heat setting. 
May be drycleaned. 
May be washed. 
Requires little iron-
ing and at very low 
temperatures. 
Advantages 
Outstanding wrinkle-
resistance, wet or dry. 
Will hold sharp 
pleats. 
Strong fiber. 
Good wrinkle recov-
ery and pleat reten-
tion. 
Colorfast. 
Resists acid, bleach, 
alkali and weather-
ing. 
Feels light and airy. 
Has good bulk and 
wool-like appearance. 
Non-felting. 
Non-scratchy. 
Stronger than rubbe,. 
May be used where 
ever rubber is used 
in wearing apparel. 
Highly elastic. 
Resists abrasion . 
Lightweight. 
Resists body acids. 
Has good resistance 
to cosmetic lotions, 
powders and oils. 
Withstands dryclean-
ing better than rub-
ber. 
Soft and comfortable 
to wear. 
Resilient. 
Resistant to chemi-
cals. 
Will take permanent 
pleats. 
Will not suppQrt 
combustion. 
Colorfast. 
Limitations 
More electrostatic 
than other fibers, and 
as a result, light col-
ors tend to show soil. 
Dark colors show 
lint. 
Colors tend to 
"crock" ( rub off) in 
areas of heavy wear. 
Greasy or oily stains 
must be removed be-
fore laundering. 
Tendency to pill. 
Heat sensitive .. 
Tendency to pill. 
Low absorption. 
Accumulates static. 
Yellowed by heat. 
Retains oily-type soil. 
Weakened and yel-
lowed by chlorine 
bleach. 
Yellows when expos-
ed to heat or light. 
Tendency to pill. 
Weak fiber. 
Readily weakened by 
abrasion. 
Other Information 
Often found i n 
blends with other fi-
bers such as cotton or 
wool. 
Newer types develop-
ed to resist pilling. 
Kadel polyester high-
ly resistant to heat. 
New types more silk-
like in appearance 
and hand. 
Also suitable for bed-
ding, furniture pad-
ding and insulation 
in clothing and sleep-
ing bags. 
Used for pile inter-
linings, scatter rugs, 
blankets and carpets. 
Zefkrome used i n 
double-knit 
garments. 
Orlon Sayelle has the 
characteristics of 
wool. plus easy care 
properties and is used 
for fine knits and 
other fine, wool-like 
fabrics. 
Wintuk yarn gives 
hand-knit appear-
ance. 
Wide range of colors. 
Widely used in 
blends. 
Imparts permanent 
elasticity to fabrics. 
Provides shape con-
trol, fit and comfort 
to foundation gar-
n1ents, swimwear, 
surgical hose and ath-
letic uniforms. 
Used primarily for 
fake furs and other 
high-pile fabrics. 
Fiber 
(generic name) 
COTTON 
WOOL 
LINEN 
Care 
Can be washed under 
any conditions except 
in cases of certain spe-
cial finishes. 
Can be bleached with 
chlorine bleach ex-
cept when specified 
otherwise. 
May be drycleaned if 
desired. 
May be ironed at high 
temperature. 
Withstands strong 
detergents. 
Generally dryclean-
ed; ~owever, certain 
manufacturers now 
p r o d u ce washable 
wool. Read the label. 
Needs careful han-
dling. 
Press at low tempera-
ture. 
Garments need "rest" 
between wearings to 
regain shape and ap-
pearance. 
May be washed or 
dry cleaned. 
White linen may be 
chlorine bleached un -
less finish is chlorine 
retentive. (Read in-
structions on label.) 
May be· ironed at 
h i g h temperature. 
Can be laundered, 
wetcleaned o r drv-
cleaned dependi~g 
on dye, finish, design 
and garment con-
struction. 
Advantages 
Comfortable to wear. 
Very absorbent and 
transmits moisture 
away from the body. 
Durable. 
Does not build up 
static electricity. 
Does not pill or melt. 
Stronger wet than 
dry. 
Warm and comfort-
able to wear·. 
Absorbs moisture 
without making 
wearer feel cold. 
Resilient . and elastic 
unless damp. 
Retains shape and 
creases. 
Naturally slightly 
water repellent. 
Does not Bame but 
will char. 
Fairly resistant to 
acids. 
Does not pill. 
Cool and comfortable 
to wear. 
Resists mildew and 
bacterial attack. 
Absorbent. 
NAT 
Limitations 
Lacks elasticity. 
Wrinkles easily un-
less specially finished. 
Subject to mildew 
and rot. 
Subject to strong 
acids unless specially 
treated. 
Requires lower iron-
ing temperature if 
special finish h a s 
been applied. 
Fibers are weakened 
by wrinkle-resistant 
finishes. 
Weakened by sun-
light. 
Sensitive to alkali. 
Readily attacked by 
moths a n d carpet 
beetles unless special-
1 y treated. 
Wrinkles easily un-
less given special fin-
ish. 
Does not hold creases 
unless specially treat-
ed. 
Subject to mildew 
and rot unless spe-
cially treated. 
Other Information 
Pima cotton is a vari-
ety of cotton which 
produces a very fine 
fiber. This name or 
the term "long sta~ 
ple" or "combed" 
may appear on the 
label to indicate fine 
quality. 
Wide selection of 
weights, textures, 
patterns, colors and 
finishes. 
Cotton in a blend in-
creases comfort and 
washabilitv of th~ 
fabric. · -
Fabrics made from 
wool fibers are classi-
fied as "woolen" and 
"worsted." 
Woolen yarns are 
made from shorter, 
weaker fibers that are 
bulkier, softer, fuz-
zier and of general! y 
lower quality. 
Woolen fabrics do 
not retain shape well. 
Worsted yarns de-
note fine quality. 
They are light in 
weight, smooth, and 
produce a firm 
weave. 
Worsted fabrics take 
and hold a press well 
and are longer wear-
ing than woolens. 
Worsted fabrics are 
widely used for tai-
lored garments. 
Produces strong dur-
able fabrics. 
May be lustrous, 
sheer, opaque, light-
weight or heavy. 
Fiber 
(generic name) 
SILK 
Care 
Use mild soap or de-
tergent. 
White silks may be 
bleached with mild 
bleach. 
Advantages 
Does not produce 
lint. 
Luxurious feel and 
appearance. 
Moderately wrinkle-
resistant. 
Comfortable to wear. 
Adaptable to a varie-
ty of construction. 
Limitations 
Weakened by sun-
light and perspira-
tion. 
Some dyes bleed dur-
ing laundering. 
Subject to damage by 
acid and alkali. 
Generates static elec-
tricity. 
Water spots unless 
specially treated. 
Subject to insect 
damage. -
Tends to yellow. 
Other Information 
Adaptable to a varie-
ty of fabric construc-
tions from very shee ~ 
drapeable fabric to 
heavy, stiff, bouffant 
fabrics. 
Very strong. 
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